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Almost thirty years ago, the global community highlighted three critical environmental challenges 
at the 1992 United Nations Conference on Environment and Development (UNCED – or the ‘Earth 
Summit’): climate change, the loss of biodiversity, and land degradation. Concurrently, gender 
inequality was garnering recognition as a root cause of economic, social, and environmental ails 
(United Nations, 1995; World Bank, 2011; Gates, 2014). These wicked problems have since continued 
to push the planet beyond a “safe and just operating space for humanity” (Raworth, 2012), eroding 
physical and cultural landscapes as well as livelihoods.
Climate change, biodiversity loss, and land degradation are deeply interconnected issues (Grace et al., 
2016). Maintaining and restoring healthy, biodiverse ecosystems is key to mitigating and adapting to 
climate change, while climate change threatens biodiversity and the integrity of ecosystems functions 
(e.g. Omann et al., 2009). Hence, while global political agendas such as the three Rio Conventions1 
articulate stand-alone objectives and commitments within their respective focal areas, they 
fundamentally operate in the same ecosystems and are mutually dependent. 
Land- and nature-based approaches in the agroforestry and forestry sectors provide a unique 
opportunity to generate win-wins toward achieving the environmental goals of the Rio Conventions 
(e.g. Joint Liaison Group, 2007; Joint Liaison Group, 2012). For instance, the reversal and restoration 
of deforested and degraded land is embedded in the CBD’s Aichi Biodiversity Targets, the UNFCCC’s 
Paris Agreement, the UNCCD’s Land Degradation Neutrality (LDN)2 goals, as well as in the Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs), explicitly SDG 15. The Bonn Challenge – a global goal to bring 150 million 
hectares of degraded and deforested landscapes into restoration by 2020, and 350 million hectares 
1   The three conventions, together known as the Rio Conventions, derive directly from 
the Earth Summit: the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD), the United Nations 
Convention to Combat Desertification (UNCCD), and the United Nations Framework 
Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC).
3
by 2030 (Bonn Challenge, 2021) – has arisen 
as an “implementation vehicle for national 
priorities such as water and food security 
and rural development while simultaneously 
helping countries contribute to the achievement 
of international climate change, biodiversity 
and land degradation commitments” (IUCN, 
2020)3. Indeed, in an WWF (2015) analysis of 75 
Intended Nationally Determined Contributions 
(INDCs) from forested countries, reforestation, 
afforestation and restoration goals were among 
the most common ones advanced to combat 
climate change.
Harnessing synergies among global 
environmental agendas thus critically hinges 
on land-use decisions, which are influenced 
by social dynamics – including gender. The 
relevance of engaging with gender and social 
inclusion for achieving environmental objectives 
is acknowledged in the Rio Conventions, each 
of which has a plan to engage with relevant 
gender issues. Yet, despite the linkages between 
gender equality and climate change, biodiversity 
loss, and land degradation, approaches that 
generate desirable feedback loops among 
these processes remain poorly understood and 
applied. Likewise, the potential synergies to 
be achieved across conventions through their 
gender-responsive implementation, and the 
promise of nature-based solutions for achieving 
these, have received limited attention. 
Hence, this paper explores how putting gender 
equity at the forefront of nature-based solutions 
can help leverage synergies between efforts to 
combat climate change, biodiversity loss and 
land degradation, contributing to both human 
(social) and planetary (environmental) well-being. 
Moreover, it examines the possible risks that 
nature-based approaches used to advance 
the goals of the Rio Conventions can pose to 
gender equality if these approaches are not 
responsive to gender issues. The paper is 
divided into three parts. First, we describe the 
social equity framework that guides our analysis 
of gender issues in relation to biodiversity, 
climate change, and land degradation, and 
initiatives to redress these. Drawing on this 
framework, we then present three examples of 
nature-based approaches that hold potential 
for synergistically advancing gender equality, 
and climate, biodiversity, and LDN goals. We 
demonstrate that greater gains can be accrued 
from gender-responsive approaches that 
address a wider set of priorities, harness a 
broader set of skills to address environmental 
ails, enhance capacities of marginalized groups 
by securing their rights and access to resources, 
and generate more equitable incentives to 
garner the buy-in of an array of actors. Yet, 
our examples also illustrate potential tensions 
between social and environmental objectives, 
highlighting the need to carefully consider and 
reconcile trade-offs while incorporating strong 
social safeguards.
2   Land degradation neutrality (LDN) is defined by Parties to the UNCCD as “a state 
whereby the amount and quality of land resources necessary to support ecosystem 
functions and services and enhance food security remain stable or increase within 
specified temporal and spatial scales and ecosystems” (IUCN, 2015a, p. iv). LDN is 
a function of the relationship among three processes: degradation, restoration, and 
sustainable land management.





a social equity 
framework
A social equity framework provides a 
valuable lens through which to understand 
gender issues in the context of the critical 
environmental challenges the world is currently 
facing. The framework foregrounds three 
dimensions: 
which are embedded in contextually specific 
power relations. As per Fraser (1995, 2009) 
and several others who have built upon her 
work from a social or environmental justice 
perspective (e.g. Forsyth and Sikor, 2013; Pascual 
et al., 2014; Forsyth, 2014; Martin, 2017, Sikor 
and Newell, 2014), recognition centers on the 
existence and unequal experiences and rights 
of different socio-cultural groups or identities. 
Discrimination on the basis of identities 
ascribed at birth, such as gender, ethnicity or 
caste – and their intersections, which position 
women from certain castes at the lowest levels 
on the social hierarchy, for example – can be 
particularly difficult to challenge. Recognition 
entails upwardly revaluing marginalized 
identities, recognizing the legitimacy of diverse 
stakes and knowledge systems in a given issue, 
publicly valorizing socio-cultural diversity, 
and transforming societal representations of 
marginalized groups’ identities, which affect the 
group’s sense of self. 
From an equity perspective, the recognition 
of marginalized identities and their histories is 
not only an end in itself, but also a condition 
for enabling groups experiencing collective 
disadvantages to have a seat and a voice at 
the decision-making table with respect to 
processes that affect their well-being. The 
second dimension of equity – procedural equity 
– refers to such representation and to the 
effective participation and influence of these 
social groups in political processes, such as 
decision-making in environmental management 
initiatives. It also entails the institutionalization 
of values and norms that enable effective 
participation for all groups. Fraser (2009, p. 
16) refers to ‘participatory parity’ as “social 
arrangements that permit all to participate 
as peers in social life. Overcoming injustice 
means dismantling institutionalised obstacles 
that prevent some people from participating 
on a par with others, as full partners in social 
interaction.” These parity principles can apply 
to all spheres of life, from the household to 
markets, associations, and formal and informal 
politics. In addition to the ability to engage as 
full members of society, they include strategies 
for safeguarding the rights of communities 
and collectives participating in environmental 
management initiatives, such as through their 
‘free, prior and informed consent’ (FPIC) and 
impartial and effective grievance mechanisms.
Finally, distribution refers to the way costs 
and benefits (in our case, emerging from 
climate action, biodiversity conservation, 
and LDN initiatives) are shared, including 
the ability to decide over the mechanisms of 
delivery and allocation. For example, such 
benefits may be direct payments for planting 
trees or other remunerated work, but also 
indirect benefits, such as those derived from a 
range of ecosystem services (e.g. biodiversity, 
water regulation, provisioning services), new 
livelihood options, and intangible benefits 
such as social capital or knowledge. Costs can 
include opportunity and transaction costs 
for implementing land-use change, increased 
labor burdens as well as management costs 
and passive costs, such as reduced access to 






be intended or unintended. Distributional issues 
are mediated by, and in turn influence, the 
recognition and representation of social groups 
in decision-making processes. As McDermott 
et al. (2013) argue, much of the discourse 
on equity in conservation focuses on such 
distributional issues and overlooks other critical 
and interdependent dimensions of equity, which 
may be affected by conservation, restoration, or 
mitigation initiatives.
Each of these dimensions of equity, and the 
way they are impacted by environmental 
management interventions, is shaped by the 
social context. This context refers to the formal 
(e.g. policies, laws) and informal (e.g. culture, 
practices, and belief systems) institutions, and 
their constituent power relations, which mediate 
interactions and negotiations among different 
actors (e.g. individuals, particular social groups, 
nation states). McDermott et al. (2013, p. 420) 
describe this context as the uneven playing field 
“created by the existing political, economic and 
social conditions under which people engage in 
and benefit from resource distributions – and 
which limit or enable their capacity to do both.” 
Different actors engage in climate change, 
biodiversity and degradation initiatives within 
this context, and the original distribution of 
power and resources among actors influences 
their ability to gain recognition, engage in 
decision-making, and secure a fair distribution 
of benefits and burdens through these agendas 
(McDermott et al., 2013; Pascual et al., 2014).
The three dimensions of equity are interrelated 
and may be mutually reinforcing. For instance, 
recognition is needed to gain a seat at the 
decision-making table, and procedural changes 
may improve distributive outcomes. In our 
below analysis, we consider gender-responsive 
nature-based approaches as those that include 
strategies or measures to enhance equity across 
these dimensions, and to mitigate the risks that 
other approaches can pose in this regard.
Yet, there may also be tensions and trade-
offs across these dimensions and across 
spatial, governance and temporal scales. For 
example, the resource-based livelihoods of 
current generations may be constrained so as 
to safeguard resources for future generations 
(temporal trade-offs); or spatial trade-offs may 
arise when local communities shoulder burdens 
(e.g. of land-use changes for enhanced carbon 
sequestration) for the benefit of the global 
community (McDermott et al., 2013). Synergies 
and trade-offs may also occur between equity 
and other objectives, such as ecological goals. 
Drawing from a range of contexts and studies, 
Pascual et al.’s (2014) work on payments for 
ecosystem services (PES) shows that ecological 
outcomes from PES are influenced in positive 
ways when equity is enhanced, and in negative 
ways when equity decreases as a result of PES 
schemes. More generally, strengthened resource 
rights and enhanced livelihood opportunities 
are often considered factors enabling the 
inclusive and sustainable implementation of 
the different environmental agendas, whereas 
local exclusions, elite capture, loss of access 
to resources, and tenure insecurity often have 
the contrary effect (e.g. IUCN and WRI, 2014; 
Robinson et al., 2014, 2018; McLain et al., 2021). 
Meanwhile, Duchelle et al. (2017) find that while 
the heavy command-and-control measures 
deployed in Brazil have been successful in 
reducing Amazonian deforestation, they 
have also reduced local tenure security and 
households’ wellbeing. In sum, as trade-offs 
among goals may occur, positive synergies must 





equity goals through 
nature-based 
approaches
In this section, we provide three illustrative 
examples of nature-based approaches emerging 
from forestry and agroforestry initiatives 
with potential to foster synergies among 
climate, biodiversity and land degradation 
agendas as well as gender equality. While in 
no way exhaustive, our examples illustrate 
how the dimensions of the social equity 
framework elucidated above take shape 
in the implementation of nature-based 
approaches. The first example, collaborative 
forest management, exemplifies a rights-based 
approach aimed at recognizing rights of local 
communities to sustainably manage forest 
resources. The second example, Reducing 
Emissions from Deforestation and Forest 
Degradation (REDD+), illustrates a market-
based (or donor-funded) approach intended to 
incentivize and/or compensate resource users, 
jurisdictions and/or countries for conserving 
and enhancing natural carbon sinks through 
sustainable forest management. The third 
example, forest and tree-based value chain 
development, discusses a different set of 
market-based approaches aiming to promote 
‘green’ value chains and to curb environmentally 
harmful practices and impacts associated with 
various value chain activities. As noted earlier, 
nature-based approaches, and specifically forest 
and agroforestry-focused initiatives, offer strong 
potential to advance multiple environmental 
and social goals (Rayner et al., 2010). Yet, as we 
demonstrate below, there is nothing inherently 
equitable about nature-based approaches; 
these must be intentionally and strategically 





Recent shifts toward decentralization of 
forest governance have resulted in a range 
of community-based/collaborative forest 
management (CFM) arrangements ( Joshi et al., 
2020). Such arrangements acknowledge the 
rights of forest-dependent people to forest 
resources and benefits, including income, 
and aim to reconcile conservation and human 
development goals (Baynes et al., 2015; Hajjar 
et al., 2021). They are founded on the idea of 
sharing power, decision-making, responsibilities, 
and benefits between the state and forest-
dependent communities to enhance the 
efficiency and equity of forest management 
(Ansell and Gash, 2008; Berkes, 2009). Central 
to the implementation of CFM are community 
forest user groups (CFUGs), wherein community 
representatives come together to make forest-
related decisions. In some contexts, such as 
India and Nepal, regulatory reforms have 
introduced quotas and membership rules 
to increase local women’s participation in 
CFUGs, thereby opening spaces for women in 
community forestry (Gupte, 2004; Martin and 
Lemon, 2001; Das, 2011; McDougall et al., 2013a, 
2013b; Wagle et al., 2017). 
When justly implemented, CFM arrangements 
can promote synergies among several 
environmental goals (Pratiwi et al., 2018). 
Community-based protection of forest 
resources can prevent destructive practices and 
unregulated access to the forest, including by 
outsiders. Effective CFM, wherein communities 
engage in forest conservation and management, 
rehabilitate degraded forest or improve and 
sustain forest ecosystems, can help to combat 
threats to forest biodiversity, land degradation 
and deforestation, and to sequester carbon 
(Carter and Gronow, 2005; Hajjar et al., 
2021; Baynes et al., 2015). For instance, in 
Kyrgyzstan, CFM enhanced the conservation 
of biodiversity in walnut-fruit forests, and local 
people’s motivation to conserve the forest due 
to improved livelihoods through sustainable 
resource use and income generation (Carter 
et al., 2003). The high density and diversity of 
tree species conserved through CFM provides 
benefits for climate change mitigation and 
biodiversity conservation, as well as ecosystem 
services that offer a range of economic benefits.
At the same time, if implemented through a 
gender-responsive approach, CFM can enhance 
gender equality by increasing women’s voice 
and influence in forest management and 
governance, improving their access to forest 
resources, and enabling them to secure 
livelihood benefits. Gender-responsive CFM can 
also foster improved environmental outcomes 
of relevance to the Rio Conventions through 
various pathways. In India, Agarwal (2015) has 
shown that women’s effective participation 
in decision-making influences the nature of 
decisions made in CFUGs, such as the rules 
regarding forest use and how these should 
be implemented, results in fewer violations 
against these rules, and increases the likelihood 
of improved forest condition. Various cases 
illustrate that women’s participation in forest 
governance and management are positively 
linked with ecological conditions, including 
improved forest growth (greater biomass 
regeneration) (Agarwal 2009) and ability of 
forests to store carbon, and increase forest-
based livelihood benefits (Mwangi et al., 2011; 
Coleman and Mwangi, 2013). In India, Das (2012) 
notes slight increases in the value of non-timber 
forest products in forests managed by all-female 
user groups compared to those managed by 
male-dominated groups. Likewise, in Nepal, 
women’s active participation in CFUGs is found 
to promote more cooperative, sustainable 
3.1 Collaborative Forest Management
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management practices as well as improved 
incomes from the forest (Upadhyay, 2005). In 
their review of the collective action literature, 
Leisher et al. (2016) substantiate that the Indian 
and Nepalese cases provide clear and strong 
evidence of improved resource governance and 
conservation outcomes when women participate 
in CFUGs, although important data gaps remain 
for other regions.
Mixed-gender groups in particular have been 
linked to better community compliance with 
rules for resource use as well as conflict 
resolution, improved patrolling and rule 
enforcement, greater accountability and 
transparency, more equitable access to 
resources, and more effective resource 
conservation (Agarwal 2015; Leisher et al., 2017). 
Promoting more equitable voice and influence 
can also generate broader buy-in and enhanced 
capacities, thereby improving prospects for 
socioeconomic development and positive 
environmental outcomes (Covelli-Metcalf et al., 
2015; Horlings, 2015; Lescourret et al., 2015).
Yet, equity is far from assured in CFM. An 
incomplete devolution of rights and decision-
making authority to communities in some cases 
has raised concerns about the equitability of 
the model, both in terms of representation as 
well as in terms of distribution of costs and 
benefits, even when significant progress around 
recognition has been made (Sarin, 2001; Sarker 
and Das, 2002; Nightingale and Ojha, 2013). 
Within communities, too, hierarchies, social 
norms and other institutional structures are 
(re)produced in formal and informal forest 
management institutions, creating constraints 
for certain groups to actively participate in 
and benefit from collaborative management 
arrangements (Agarwal, 2001; Varughese and 
Ostrom, 2001; Blaikie, 2006). Groups which 
are marginalized in terms of access to land, 
education and public influence – which are 
frequently also the most forest-dependent –  
are typically excluded from forest management 
committees and decision-making (Agrawal 
and Gibson, 1999). Exclusions are particularly 
pronounced for those who are discriminated 
against due to several factors of social 
differentiation, such as gender and ethnicity 
or caste, socioeconomic status, age, and more 
(Agarwal, 2010; Nightingale, 2002).
Approaches such as Adaptive Collaborative 
Management (ACM) have been developed to 
address these inequalities and exclusions, and 
support more equitable processes and outcomes 
(Evans et al., 2020). ACM is a collective problem-
solving and management approach that fosters 
the participation of diverse community members 
and their capacities to contribute knowledge 
and learn to solve important challenges together 
(Mukasa et al., 2016). In ACM, people with 
interests in using forest resources agree to act 
together to plan, observe, and learn from the 
implementation of their plans (Colfer, 2013). ACM 
is characterized by conscious, facilitated efforts 
among such groups to communicate, collaborate, 
negotiate and learn collectively. The process 
involves actors at multiple scales, including 
CFUGs at the community level and district 
officials (Colfer, 2013).
ACM, like other dialogic approaches (e.g. 
Hegde et al., 2017), is premised on the idea 
that effective participation in local resource 
governance can be supported through the 
creation of knowledge-sharing and discussion 
spaces, wherein diverse actors engage in 
dialogue and social learning around collective 
resource management. Social learning – a 
“process in which multiple stakeholders bring 
together their different knowledge, experiences, 
perspectives, values, and capacities for a process 
of communication and critical reflection as a 
means of jointly understanding and addressing 
shared issues, challenges, and potential 
options” – can play a central role in equitable 
governance processes (McDougall et al., 2008, p. 
30). Knowledge-sharing platforms can take the 
form of elected committees and formal boards 
or informal meetings. CFM arrangements can 
support the creation of these spaces (Carter and 
Gronow, 2005), wherein careful and inclusive 
facilitation allows marginalized groups to feel 
more comfortable speaking up in group settings 
(Hegde et al., 2017).
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As women’s heavy work burdens or social 
norms may keep them from participating in 
such a process, ACM promotes identifying 
appropriate locations and times for meetings, 
adapting activities around women’s schedules, 
and bringing training to the community 
when women cannot easily leave their village 
(Mukasa and Tibazalika, 2018). Moreover, it 
focuses on strengthening women’s capacities 
- increasing their knowledge, skills, leadership, 
and confidence - and on gender relations, 
through supporting mixed-gender dialogues that 
address gender issues and encouraging men to 
champion women’s empowerment (Mukasa et 
al., 2016). 
An ACM approach can support equity in 
CFM (and related environmental outcomes), 
beginning with the recognition that women and 
vulnerable groups are key stakeholders who 
have their own priorities for forest management 
(McDougall et al., 2013a), and whose knowledge 
and interests are equally valuable as those of 
more powerful groups. Unequal rights to access 
and control forest-based resources and gender 
differences in the collection, processing and sale 
of non-timber forest products or the cultivation 
of forest gardens imbue different social groups 
with differentiated sets of knowledge and 
priorities for the species they rely on and use. 
Priorities related to forest rehabilitation, such as 
restoration objectives, location, duration, scale, 
approaches, and selection of species, are also 
influenced by gendered norms which underpin 
women’s and men’s sets of knowledge, rights, 
roles and responsibilities. When women and 
men from diverse social groups are recognized 
as legitimate stakeholders, engaging them in 
the planning and implementation of such forest 
management and/or restoration initiatives 
can harness their diverse knowledge and 
experiences, including insights into drivers of 
degradation and potential benefits of recovered 
ecosystem services and livelihood opportunities 
(Sijapati Basnett et al., 2017). As noted above, 
recognition and integration of different priorities 
in CFM can increase the buy-in and compliance 
of diverse groups with the rules of forest use. 
Public recognition of these groups as land 
Photo: Kelvin Trautman
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managers and ecological knowledge holders, 
and ensuring this recognition is formalized in 
terms of an ability to realize rights, can also 
enhance social standing (Elias et al., 2020).
Enhanced recognition of marginalized groups 
can lead to more equitable representation 
and participation in CFM across scales. ACM 
encourages active and equitable engagement 
and voice in forest management and governance 
by fostering dialogue, planning, and a shared 
vision among diverse forest-dependent 
actors (Evans et al., 2014). At those meetings, 
participants envision goals for promoting gender 
equality; identify concrete actions to advance 
these goals; implement and monitor those 
actions; and reflect on and adapt the process 
as needed (Evans et al., 2021). For instance, in 
Uganda, researchers supported mixed-gender 
groups in identifying the factors constraining 
women’s meaningful participation in forest 
management decisions and limiting their access 
to forests and trees, with the aim of enhancing 
women’s active participation and tenure rights 
(Evans et al., 2014). 
After eight years of ACM implementation in 
Uganda, women’s confidence, engagement, 
agency, and decision-making had increased 
in CFUGs (Evans et al., 2014), as the approach 
provided a safe platform for women to 
voice their interests in the presence of men 
without intimidation or retribution (Mukasa 
and Tibazalika, 2018). Women additionally felt 
empowered to seek out external assistance, and 
collective action in mixed CFUGs led to more 
effective and sustainable forest interventions 
(Mwangi et al., 2009). The development of 
horizontal linkages (with other communities) 
and vertical linkages (with the National Forest 
Authority and NGOs) garnered support and 
recognition for women beyond the local level 
(Mukasa et al., 2016). 
Yet, participation in CFM does not guarantee 
equal access to benefits, or distributional 
equity. Monetary cost-benefit analyses used to 
forecast the economic value of environmental 
change and the sustainability of investments 
are often gender-blind, and fail to capture the 
costs of women’s labor (and other) contributions 
to forest management, restoration, or other 
LDN initiatives (Sijapati Basnett et al., 2017). 
Unintended consequences also need to be 
carefully monitored to avoid burdening women 
with additional responsibilities without gaining 
commensurate benefits. For example, initiatives 
to combat deforestation have often tasked 
women with nursing and planting seedlings 
without compensation (Rocheleau and 
Edmunds, 1997). This has added to their unpaid 
work responsibilities, while failing to directly 
benefit them due to their insecure rights to land 
and trees when these mature (Sijapati Basnett et 
al., 2017). 
By generating a shared vision for forest 
governance among forest users, ACM has shown 
potential to improve distributional equity in 
CFM. For example, in some communities in 
Uganda, cultural norms prevent women from 
planting certain tree species. Through ACM, 
which brought spouses together to discuss 
forest and tree management, men and women 
shared their concerns about this restriction 
and agreed that tree planting by women could 
benefit the entire family. The dialogues have 
resulted in some women having their own plots 
and planting a greater diversity of tree species, 
including formerly forbidden trees, such as 
Eucalyptus spp., Pinus spp. and Maesopsis spp., 
for income (Mukasa et al., 2016). The ACM 
approach further improved coordination among 
communities, state forestry agencies, and 
NGOs, and enhanced local people’s access to 
resources. It enabled women to strengthen and 
protect their rights to trees on-farm within the 
community, and to lobby for equitable access to 
tree seedlings and allocation of land between 
women and men in government-managed 
central forest reserves (Mukasa and Tibazalika, 
2018). This, in turn, enabled both women and 
men to restore degraded forestlands from 
which they derived forest income as well as 
environmental benefits (Evans et al., 2014). 
Strategies and lessons learned from ACM 
for generating synergies are also relevant to 
other nature-based approaches, such as those 
responding to climate change.
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3.23.2. Nature-based Emissions Reduction
cover to protect existing land areas and/or 
support reforestation activities to protect areas 
already deforested, thereby contributing to LDN 
goals. Sustainable forest management policies 
and practices aim to prevent soil erosion and 
flooding, increase carbon sinks, and sustainably 
use and conserve biodiversity and ecosystem 
services, thereby contributing to biodiversity 
targets under the CBD. 
Gender-responsive REDD+ can lead to improved 
environmental outcomes across areas of 
concern to the Rio Conventions in several ways. 
For one, REDD+ processes have highlighted 
the need for more secure rights to land and 
resources among women and marginalized 
groups as a precondition for more sustainable 
land management decisions (Larson et al., 
2015). Several authors have advanced such 
positive links between tenure security, including 
women’s rights to land, and incentives and 
capacities to invest in sustainable land, soil, and 
environmental management (e.g. Etongo et al., 
2018; Meinzen-Dick et al., 2019). For instance, 
in their global review of 117 studies, Tseng et al. 
(2021) elucidate a positive relationship (in 2/3 
of studied cases, n=48) between improved land 
tenure security and environmental outcomes, 
including more sustainable agricultural practices, 
improved forest condition, and investments 
in agroforestry and forest conservation. They 
further identify ‘win-win’ situations among 
human well-being and environmental outcomes, 
as well as trade-offs among outcomes. Based 
on an analysis from nine countries, Tseng et al. 
(2021) also find that in 72% of the cases studied, 
enhanced land tenure security has positive 
effects on women’s empowerment, while the 
IPCC (2019, p. 31) notes that, “empowering 
women can bring synergies and co-benefits to 
household food security and sustainable land 
According to a recent IPCC (2019, p. 20) report, 
“Many land-related responses that contribute 
to climate change adaptation and mitigation 
can also combat desertification and land 
degradation and enhance food security.” This 
section explores how gender-responsive nature-
based approaches to climate action can advance 
synergistic climate, biodiversity, LDN, and 
gender equality objectives, using the example 
of Reducing Emissions from Deforestation and 
Forest Degradation (REDD+). 
REDD+ is a global initiative under the UNFCCC 
to reduce greenhouse gas emissions by curbing 
deforestation and forest degradation, conserving 
and enhancing forest carbon stocks through 
rehabilitation of ecosystems and reforestation, 
and sustainably managing forests.4 REDD+ 
relies on actions at a national level to create 
conditional, performance-based incentives to 
prevent forest conversion and enhance forest 
carbon stocks (Sunderlin et al., 2018). In REDD+ 
countries, local populations are rewarded 
through market-based mechanisms or public 
services for conserving and sustainably using 
lands and forests, based on verified reductions 
in emissions in the forest sector (UN-REDD, 
2011; Newton et al., 2012; Visseren-Hamakers 
and Verkooijen, 2012). To date, hundreds of pilot 
projects have been implemented across diverse 
landscapes and regions (Wunder et al., 2020). 
REDD+ can promote synergies across 
environmental agendas by reducing 
deforestation and forest degradation, which 
contribute around 20% of global greenhouse gas 
emissions (Visseren-Hamakers and Verkooijen, 
2012). Land degradation has been identified as 
an offshoot of deforestation through shifting 
cultivation and logging (Bai et al., 2008; Olsson 
et al., 2019). A national approach to REDD+ may 
require a country to maintain levels of forest 
4   For more information on REDD+, see: https://www.unredd.net/about/what-is-redd-plus.html
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management.” In Uganda, Ekesa et al. (2020) 
further link improved tenure security for women 
and men with an increased diversity of species 
grown on those lands. 
When REDD+ and other climate-related 
projects, programs and policies recognize and 
fulfill the rights of women and marginalized 
groups, these actors are also better poised and 
incentivized to support climate mitigation and 
adaptation, biodiversity, and LDN objectives, 
thereby strengthening environmental 
outcomes. According to UN Women (2016, p. 
8), “systematically addressing gender gaps in 
the response to climate change is one of the 
most effective mechanisms for building climate 
resilience and reducing emissions.” In contrast, 
when climate policies and actions linked to 
mitigation or to strengthening resilience fail to 
meaningfully address gender issues, they risk 
exacerbating gender inequalities by increasing 
women’s burdens (Westholm and Arora-
Jonsson, 2015) and constraining their access to 
resources (Bee and Sijapati Basnett, 2017), which 
jeopardizes the efficiency and sustainability of 
interventions. Acknowledging the potential to 
achieve positive synergies among environmental 
and equity outcomes, some Nationally 
Determined Contributions (NDCs), which are 
the basis for national climate plans, include 
a framework for integrating gender equality, 
specifying the type of climate actions, related 
targets, policies and measures governments 
will pursue to account for how women and 
other underrepresented groups engage in these 
processes (Huyer et al., 2016). 
REDD+ calls attention to equity and community 
well-being (Larson et al., 2018) and to supporting 
the full and effective participation of relevant 
stakeholders, in particular Indigenous Peoples 
and local communities, in local planning 
and sustainable land management. The 
UNFCCC’s Cancun safeguards (2010)5 and 
Warsaw Framework (2013)6 require countries 
participating in REDD+ to address and respect 
social issues, develop plans (including gender 
action plans) for doing so, establish safeguard 
systems, and report on how this is being 
achieved (Bhandari et al., 2018). Nonetheless, 
early REDD+ projects and programs have largely 
sidelined gender considerations, which has 
reduced their effectiveness (Larson et al., 2018). 
There are, however, ongoing efforts to make 
REDD+ more inclusive. 
Gender-responsive REDD+ acknowledges that: 
1) actual and projected climatic changes will 
have differentiated impacts on diverse social 
groups depending on where they live, how they 
sustain their livelihoods, and the roles they play 
within their families and communities (Dekens 
and Dazé, 2019); 2) different gender groups 
hold valuable and differentiated knowledge, 
capacities, priorities, and constraints to adapt 
to climatic changes (Arwida et al., 2016); and 3) 
women – just as men – are key agents of change 
and must have a voice in climate action (e.g. 
Djoudi and Brockhaus, 2011). Hence, it recognizes 
the rightful claims of women and men – 
particularly from marginalized groups, which are 
most vulnerable to climate change – in climate 
action and as REDD+ stakeholders. 
Photo: Patrick Shepherd/CIFOR
5   See UNFCCC decisions: 1/CP.16, 12/CP.17, 12/CP.19, 17/CP.21, accessed online 
April 16 at:  https://redd.unfccc.int/fact-sheets/safeguards.html.
6   See Decision 12/CP.19: UNFCCC 2013, accessed online April 16 at: https://unfccc.
int/topics/land-use/resources/warsaw-framework-for-redd-plus
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Yet, initiatives frequently fail to recognize 
and value the diversity of interests in, and 
contributions to, the management of resources 
under REDD+, particularly those of marginalized 
actors. In Larson et al.’s (2018) global 
comparative study, women and men shared 
many wellbeing goals, but women (unlike men) 
also emphasized the importance of having their 
own source of income. Lack of recognition of 
women’s interests, however, resulted in a much 
greater drop in their perceived well-being over 
time in REDD+ villages compared to men. 
Such a lack of recognition results in an exclusion 
from participation in REDD+ decision-making. 
For instance, in two REDD+ projects in the 
Democratic Republic of Congo, Stiem and Krause 
(2016) found that although rural women spent 
as much time in the forests as men, the systemic 
devaluation of women’s forest-related work and 
knowledge legitimized men’s dominance in forest 
governance and related initiatives. In Vietnam, 
Pham et al. (2016) show that local women 
are poorly represented and lack influence in 
REDD+ processes. Strategic decisions for the 
programme are concentrated at the national 
and international levels (Westholm and Arora-
Jonsson, 2015); and as research from Vietnam 
shows, even at the national level, women who 
participate in REDD+ meetings rarely occupy 
leadership positions or engage in REDD+ working 
groups (Pham et al., 2016). When decisions are 
made locally, women’s influence is limited due to 
gender inequalities in rights to land and forest 
products, access to information, and to women’s 
normative exclusion from public decision-making 
spaces, including those where REDD+ issues are 
discussed (Sarmiento Barletti et al., 2019). 
As a case in point, in Larson et al.’s (2018) 
comparative study, rural women in 62 villages 
participating in 16 REDD+ initiatives knew much 
less about the program than men and had little 
voice in local REDD+ decision-making processes. 
In Vietnam, women’s nominal participation 
curtailed their ability to advocate for their 
preferred benefits from REDD+ and the means 
of receiving them. Initiatives opted for uniform 
cash benefits despite women’s preferences for 
non-cash benefits, which constrained women’s 
access to benefits and reduced their willingness 
to participate in project activities (Pham and 
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Brockhaus, 2015; Pham et al., 2016). Findings 
from these studies highlight the need to examine 
shared and separate interests among women 
and men in REDD+ communities, and to engage 
with multiple actors to develop initiatives that 
will generate their buy-in and equitable benefits.
Measures are needed at several scales (from the 
local to the national and international) to promote 
equitable access to decision-making spaces on 
climate change-related strategies, policies and 
programmes, such as REDD+ (Khadka et al., 
2014; Saito-Jensen et al., 2014; UN Women, 2014; 
Westholm, 2016). Larson et al. (2018) underscore 
the need to engage local women across the 
entire life cycle of a REDD+ initiative to make 
relevant design and implementation decisions. 
Similarly, UN-REDD (2017) calls for equitably 
involving women and men in REDD+ workshops, 
committees, participation structures, task forces, 
consultations, decision-making, and capacity 
building. Other measures include encouraging 
women’s nomination and participation in 
meetings; sharing workshop topics with all 
participants before meetings to ensure equal 
capacity to participate; identifying in-country 
mentors to encourage gender-equal participation 
in REDD+; and providing regular reports of 
women’s participation rates within supported 
activities to REDD+ focal points (UN-REDD, 2017). 
Specific provisions, such as having women-only 
groups or mixed groups implementing REDD+, 
may also be needed to enhance women’s active 
participation (Bee and Sijapati Basnett, 2017; 
Westholm, 2016). 
To be effective, these measures must be 
accompanied by capacity-strengthening 
processes and an attention to the power 
dynamics and institutional structures that 
maintain gender inequalities (Agarwal, 2010; 
UN Women, 2014). For instance, as social norms 
often constrain women’s participation in forest 
decision-making (Stiem and Krause, 2016), there 
is a need to work with local opinion leaders 
who play an important role in shaping gender 
norms and perceptions in order to make space 
and create opportunities for women in REDD+. 
These approaches show promise for increasing 
women’s buy-in and ownership of REDD+ 
initiatives, as well as the effectiveness, efficiency 
and sustainability of REDD+ by accounting more 
accurately for their specific knowledge, needs, 
priorities and contributions (Larson et al., 2018).
These are some of the measures The African 
Women’s Network for Community Management 
of Forests (Réseau des Femmes Africaines pour 
la Gestion Communautaire des Forêts (REFACOF)) 
has taken to promote the influential participation 
of women in REDD+ processes (IUCN, 2015b). 
REFACOF is a network of women involved in 
sustainable forest resource management in 
Africa that serves as Cameroon’s civil society 
REDD+ and climate change platform coordinator. 
The government of Cameroon has shown 
interest in the platform’s contributions to the 
national REDD+ strategy, such that the platform 
has been able to influence high-level decision-
making processes. The decentralized platform’s 
Coordination Unit spans the village, district, and 
regional levels, and at each level, a seat has been 
reserved for a woman as well as an Indigenous 
People’s representative. Across levels, 30 to 
40 percent of seats in this influential platform 
are occupied by women, giving them a voice 
in REDD+ policy, programming and processes. 
Moreover, REFACOF has built strong networks 
with powerful actors, including customary 
authorities, parliamentarians, and mayors, to 
raise their sensitivity to gender issues and have 
them champion gender equality (ibid).
Initiatives like REDD+ are inscribed in landscapes 
of pre-existing resource struggles, patronage, 
and politics, and distributional outcomes 
critically depend on measures to redress these 
interlocking political and economic inequalities 
(Eilenberg, 2015). In the absence of such 
measures, elite capture of REDD+ benefits has 
been reported (Indrarto et al., 2012). This, too, 
has a gender dimension, as rural women rarely 
have access to the authorities and policymakers 
who can facilitate access to benefits (Stiem and 
Krause, 2016; Westholm, 2016). 
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Lack of formal rights to land and related 
ecosystem services further undermines the 
ability of marginalized groups to benefit from 
REDD+, which advises that benefits should 
accrue to ‘forest and tree owners’ (Indrarto et 
al., 2012; Sunderlin et al., 2018). Tying results-
based benefits to land tenure has significant 
implications for gender equality because 
women’s rights to land and trees are typically 
insecure and mediated by male relatives (e.g. 
husband, father, uncle) (Meinzen-Dick et al., 
2019). As noted earlier, this means that as land 
gains value, it may revert to (male) landowners 
(Turner 2014), putting women at risk of 
dispossession (Arwida et al., 2017; Khadka et 
al., 2014; Larson et al., 2015; Peach Brown, 
2011). Even when titling of lands to Indigenous 
communities is promoted through climate 
actions, interventions have not necessarily 
ensured that all women and men in those 
communities benefit, and may have actually 
reinforced inequalities (Robinson et al., 2017; 
Monterroso and Larson, 2018). Understanding 
land-use practices, claims, and customary and 
statutory tenure relations is thus integral for 
mitigating the risks REDD+ initiatives may pose to 
different land and tree user groups. Strong social 
safeguards are also needed to uphold the rights 
of marginalized people to decide on and control 
their resources (Elias et al., 2020).
Several authors have stressed that tenure 
security and social inclusion are pre-conditions 
for successful REDD+ interventions, and that 
REDD+ can contribute to forest land tenure 
security and gender equality (Larson et al., 
2018; Sunderlin et al., 2018). REFACOF’s work 
in Cameroon demonstrates that REDD+ can 
indeed offer opportunities to enhance gender 
equality by contributing to global efforts to 
enhance women’s land rights. The network has 
used REDD+ as an opening to bring articles 
and forest policies that secure women’s rights 
to land and forests and enhance their access 
to benefit-sharing mechanisms to the table. As 
the network’s President, Cécile Ndjebet, has 
stated: “If women have the property rights to 
the forest, she will build in forest enterprises 
[sic], give added value, develop partnerships, 
gain money, change her status and the status of 
her family—we don’t need money from REDD+, 
we don’t need carbon from REDD+, we need 
reforms. Bring REDD+ for reforms—we care 
about reforms that will secure women’s rights” 
(IUCN 2015b, p. 3). These efforts have not gone 
in vain. According to IUCN (2015b, p. 4), REFACOF 
has “achieved remarkable headway in reforming 
national land tenure laws through the lens of 
gender and REDD+ by presenting women’s 
legislation for land tenure reform and using 
REDD+ as a window for opportunity.” Given the 
links between secure tenure and sustainable 
land and resource management decisions, 
changes in this area also hold prospects for 
improved environmental outcomes.
Despite potential synergies among the equity 
and environmental goals of REDD+, however, 
there may sometimes be a need to reconcile 
trade-offs or tensions among goals. For instance, 
research on climate mitigation/adaptation 
linkages in Burkina Faso has shown that women’s 
livelihood options and access rights, which are 
associated with women’s adaptive capacities, are 
significantly greater in indigenous tree-based 
parklands (dominated by Vitellaria paradoxa and 
Parkia biglobosa trees) and small-scale restored 
lands than in (less diverse) monoculture tree 
plantations (Djoudi et al., 2015). In this regard, 
women’s adaptive capacities are positively 
linked with biodiversity goals. Yet, as some 
monoculture tree plantations contain higher 
carbon stocks than parklands, prioritizing carbon 
stocks for mitigation action over other goals 
can compromise women’s adaptive capacities. 
Assessing the potential impacts of REDD+, or any 
other climate mitigation initiatives, on women’s 
and men’s adaptive capacities is needed to 
identify potential tensions or trade-offs among 
gender equality and resilience, climate action, 
biodiversity conservation, and LDN, and to 
develop options that can help reconcile these 
tensions. The same holds true for other nature-
based initiatives, such as the development of 
tree-based value chains.
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The development of forest and tree product 
value chains offers additional opportunities 
to generate synergies among the equity and 
environmental agendas advanced in the Rio 
Conventions. These value chains include timber 
and non-timber products, and encompass 
all value-adding activities from production to 
consumption (Ingram et al., 2014). While the 
commercial exploitation of forest and tree 
resources may intuitively (and often rightly) be 
considered at odds with the ultimate objectives 
of the Rio Conventions, the development 
of sustainable forest and tree-based value 
chains is increasingly touted as a vehicle for 
incentivizing more sustainable land use. For 
instance, value chains that generate income 
from biodiversity can add value to biodiversity 
conservation relative to other land uses while 
improving smallholder income (de Leeuw et al., 
2018). These prospects are often promoted to 
incentivize the adoption and sustainable uptake 
of restorative practices, such as agroforestry, 
that yield tree products with market value 
(Brancalion et al., 2017).
Gender-responsive value chain development 
can support synergies between various 
environmental objectives in three key ways. 
First, the development of women-
dominated non-timber forest product 
(NTFP) value chains can provide economic 
incentives for restoring and conserving 
a greater diversity of species than if 
focusing only on typically male-dominated 
mainstream commodities, such as various 
timber species (e.g. Kristjanson et al., 2019). 
This, in turn, can support more biodiverse 
restoration and resource management 
options as well as climate change mitigation 
and adaptation through more diversified 
3.33.3 Forest and tree-based value chain development
livelihood portfolios (e.g. Shackleton et al., 
2011; Djoudi et al., 2016).
Second, while the implementation of many 
nature-based solutions relies on local 
women’s and men’s labor contributions, 
gender inequalities often limit women’s 
access to benefits (Sijapati Basnett et al., 
2017), thereby reducing their incentives 
to participate in such initiatives (e.g. 
Pham et al., 2016). The development of 
women-coded value chains can increase 
the flow of economic benefits to women 
and incentivize their contributions toward 
sustainable land management while 
diversifying and enhancing household 
livelihood portfolios (Ahenkan and Boon, 
2011). For instance, the commercialization of 
NTFPs that are primarily traded by women, 
such as shea nuts and butter (Vitellaria 
paradoxa) or néré seasoning (soumbala 
or dawa dawa - Parkia biglobosa) in West 
Africa, can provide income-generating 
opportunities to women that motivate the 
protection of standing trees or forests (Carr 
and Hartl, 2008; Pehou et al., 2020). 
Third, entry barriers and inequitable access 
to service provision may constrain rural 
women’s abilities to adopt sustainable 
land-use practices. In Ethiopia, for instance, 
Tsige et al. (2020) find that women farmers’ 
capacity to adopt climate-smart agriculture 
is constrained by their limited access to 
cooperatives, extension services, and 
credit. Catacutan and Naz (2015) show that 
similar factors limit women’s uptake of 
agroforestry practices in Vietnam. Gender 
inequities in terms of accessing machinery 
and information can lead to more 
ineffective resource use. For example, in 
Cameroon, women firewood producers who 
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relied on machetes rather than chainsaws 
were found to often cut younger (and 
thinner) mangroves (Feka et al., 2011). Value 
chain development efforts that explicitly 
address inequities and enhance women’s 
competitiveness in value chains, such as 
through enhanced technological capabilities 
or access to services, can hence help unlock 
synergies between equity and sustainability 
in rural value chains. For instance, the 
promotion of women-only cooperatives 
through an organic coffee certification 
scheme in Guatemala incentivized the 
uptake of more sustainable production 
practices while yielding improvements in 
women’s skills and social status (Verhart 
and Pyburn, 2010).
Given the high spatial overlap between tropical 
forests and the world’s rural poor, forest 
product value chains are increasingly seen as 
channel for ‘pro-poor’ development (Ingram et 
al., 2014). To this end, the past few years have 
witnessed an increased emphasis on ‘inclusive 
value chain development’, often with the aim 
to improve smallholders’ access to information, 
inputs, services and markets while developing 
more equitable relations between different 
value chain actors (Stoian et al., 2018). Yet, with 
their emphasis on an undifferentiated group 
of smallholders, these efforts often continue 
to overlook gender relations and undervalue 
women’s roles in forest product value chains, 
maintaining the invisibility – or even the 
criminalization – of women’s livelihood activities 
(Shackleton et al., 2011). In some instances, this 
is changing as some value chain development 
efforts are more explicitly targeting gender 
equality and women’s economic empowerment 
(Stoian et al., 2018). 
Gender-responsive value chain development 
begins with a recognition of the gendered nature 
of market systems, and the legitimacy of women 
and men as stakeholders in these markets and 
in the management of tree resources on which 
they are based. Although both women and men 
play a role in collecting and trading in forest and 
tree products, gender specialization is evidenced 
in the gathering and processing of most types 
of forest products (Sunderland et al., 2014). For 
instance, across Latin America, Asia and Africa 
women dominate the collection of products 
used for food, fuel, fodder, and medicine, as well 
as for small-scale trade (Ertug, 2003; Gausset 
et al., 2005; Price, 2006), whereas men gather 
wood for construction or sale and dominate the 
collection of higher-value forest products sold on 
the market (Sunderland et al., 2014). Differences 
in reliance on tree biodiversity influence the 
knowledge women and men acquire about 
species, their uses, management, and markets, 
and result in gendered knowledge systems 
that are at times distinct, overlapping, and 
complementary (Degrande and Arinloye, 2014; 
Elias, 2016). Use and knowledge differences also 
occur within gender groups, and along the lines 
of ethnicity, age, marital status, socio-economic 
status, kinship, mode of livelihood, and other 
factors of social differentiation (Kiptot et al., 2014; 
Elias, 2016). Recognizing the legitimacy of this 
knowledge and of the roles women, Indigenous 
People, and other groups play in using, managing, 
processing, and trading in natural resources 
is needed to acquire reliable information on 
(Howard, 2003), and generate equitable influence 
and opportunities in, value chains.
Gender norms and roles limit the ways and 
terms under which women participate in 
markets for more remunerative products, 
with women often being confined to less 
remunerative value chains and nodes and 
men capturing the trade of products that 
gain commercial value (Ingram et al., 2016). 
Nonetheless, recent studies highlight the 
significant, yet often less visible, roles that 
women play in conventionally men-coded 
value chains, such as charcoal (Ihalainen et al., 
2020a), wood furniture (Nansereko, 2010) and 
oil palm (Li, 2015; Elmhirst et al., 2016, 2017). 
Gender inequalities both within and beyond 
most forest and tree-based value chains tend 
to disproportionately constrain women’s 
participation and beneficiation by limiting their 
decision-making power and access to assets and 
resources such as information, inputs, credit, 
and markets (Ingram et al., 2016, Ihalainen et al., 
2020b). 
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Social norms also restrict women’s influence and 
leadership roles in mixed-producer cooperatives 
and associations. For instance, women are 
less able than men to join coffee growers’ 
associations or their boards, and when they do, 
negative stereotypes about businesswomen 
create hostility towards them. As Nestlé (cited 
in IFC, 2016, p. 35) notes, “Women do more 
than two-thirds of the work involved in coffee 
farming in Kenya. However, fewer than 5 percent 
of leadership roles in coffee cooperatives in 
the country are currently held by women.” 
Constraints must also be understood in relation 
to other factors of social discrimination (e.g. 
education, age, wealth and marital status), 
which intersect with gender to present women 
from different groups with differentiated 
opportunities. 
Discriminatory norms further restrict women’s 
active representation and participation in the 
management and conservation of the forest 
or tree biodiversity that forms the basis of 
value chains at various scales. If not gender-
responsive, integrated conservation-livelihood 
initiatives, such as those focused on tree 
product value chain development, can overlook 
women’s strategic interests, fail to preserve 
and leverage their ecological knowledge, and 
augment their work burden (Elias, 2016). In 
contrast, gender-responsive approaches have 
already allowed women to actively participate 
in livelihood development activities and public 
decision-making platforms, including in the 
creation of policies (UN Women, 2018). Toward 
this end, Lewark et al. (2011, p. 203) call for 
“consistent and long-term training programmes 
with a focus on gender equality to eradicate 
these socially embedded inequalities.” 
The capacity of women and marginalized 
groups to participate in decisions around value 
chain development and to influence trade 
negotiations and the ways benefits are defined, 
transferred and consumed, has implications 
for fairness in the distribution of costs and 
benefits from these value chains (Martin et 
al., 2013; UN Women, 2018). The potential 
tree-based value chains hold for delivering 
equitable benefits and enhancing gender 
equality depends on the gender relations 
embedded in the type of production system 
in which these forest products are inscribed. 
For example, monoculture tree plantations, 
which tend to be controlled by men and which 
may supplant other land uses that sustain 
women’s livelihoods, typically present different 
challenges for gender equality than products 
from agroforestry plantations or from the 
forest. Oil palm, for one, has been shown to 
displace local women from land on which they 
cultivate food crops (White, 2012; Li, 2015; 
Elmhirst et al., 2017). Women’s contributions to 
large- and small-scale palm oil production are 
often poorly visible, rendering them ‘shadow 
workers’, and they are over-represented in the 
casual worker category, where they lack decent 
working conditions (Sijapati Basnett et al., 2016). 
Photo: Ewa Hermanowicz/Bioversity International
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In the organic coffee value chain, Kasente (2012) 
shows that women producers in Uganda provide 
unpaid labor on family farms that fall under their 
husband’s authority, but have little opportunity 
to manage their own farms because of lack of 
secure rights to land and notions that coffee is 
a ‘man’s crop’. Hence, “coffee production offers 
more income, and more possibilities for off-farm 
diversification for men, and while a few women 
may benefit from it, coffee production increases 
labour burdens, and strains social relations for 
women” (Kasente 2012, p. 120). 
Products that are controlled by women 
producers such as argan oil in North Africa, and 
shea butter in West Africa, offer insights into 
possibilities for enhancing women’s benefits 
from tree-product value chains. The expansion 
of economic opportunities available to rural 
women can help improve women’s independent 
incomes, which in turn may be leveraged for 
renegotiating broader gender inequalities 
within the household and community (Ihalainen 
et al., 2020b). Benefits have been particularly 
significant when women producers come 
together and exercise collective action in 
cooperatives and associations (Rice, 2010). 
Women’s full membership and influence in 
these associations, and the various functions 
and services these can offer, have supported 
women’s empowerment and gender equality. 
For instance, women’s argan cooperatives in 
Morocco provided literacy training, financial 
management, and home economics courses 
to members, as well as daycare facilities and 
shops with discounted products. Through 
cooperative membership and engagement 
with these services, women members reported 
gaining the respect of their husband and 
other male members of their community, and 
a sense of empowerment through increased 
control of their own incomes (Biermayr-
Jenzano et al., 2014). Gender-responsive 
value chain development initiatives can 
support such processes. For example, in 
Burkina Faso, an association of shea butter 
producer groups, which received many years 
of support from NGOs, fostered knowledge-
sharing and innovation, joint production, 
and improved product quality and returns. 
Members strengthened their social relations 
and experienced changes in intra-household 
gender relations as a result of an increase 
in women’s income, confidence, and skills 
(Elias, 2010). Other studies similarly show that 
women’s meaningful participation in associative 
structures can strengthen social bonds, sense 
of identity, empowerment, and common culture 
(Le Mare, 2008), and that coming together 
outside the home around issues that matter 
to them can enable women to forward their 
own agendas (Elias and Arora-Jonsson, 2017). 
Hence, although they should not be idealized 
as necessarily empowering or egalitarian, 
women’s associations do demonstrate the 
power that women’s collective action can have 
for supporting gender equality at the household 
and community levels and across scales. 
The above examples illustrate that gender-
responsive value chain development that 
addresses recognitional, procedural, and 
distributional equity can advance gender 
equality. Yet, concerted efforts are needed to 
tackle inequalities both within and beyond the 
value chain, and gender-responsive value chain 
development must not be reduced to simple 
‘add-ons’ to environmental programming. The 
incorporation of marginalized populations into 
global value chains for niche products may 
make them vulnerable to price fluctuations 
and buyer policies (Elias and Saussey, 2013; 
Burke, 2012), and the commercialization of 
NTFPs of importance to women can result in 
men’s appropriation of production activities 
(Shackleton et al., 2011). What is more, women’s 
involvement in under-commercialized value 
chains may owe to socially constructed gender 
roles and inequities, rather than necessarily 
reflecting their preferences and aspirations 
(Arora-Jonsson, 2011; Westholm and Arora-
Jonsson, 2015). Women’s involvement is also 
no guarantee for sustainable value chains and 
may result in an overexploitation of resources 
(Marshall et al., 2006; Villamor et al., 2014) as 
women, just as men, are faced with material 
realities and social expectations that shape their 
engagement with natural resources. Hence, 
synergies between social and environmental 





When they strengthen local resource users’ rights, abilities, and incentives to sustainably use and 
manage forest and tree-based landscapes, gender-responsive nature-based approaches hold 
promise for synergistically addressing climate change, protecting biodiversity, and combating 
land degradation. As we have shown, placing equity concerns at the heart of these approaches 
can integrate diverse knowledges, draw on a wider set of priorities, harness a greater range of 
capacities to restore diverse ecosystem functions, and deliver broader-ranging benefits that 
generate the buy-in of multiple stakeholders. 
Yet, as we have illustrated, synergies between gender equality and climate, biodiversity and land 
degradation goals must be created and nurtured rather than presumed. Trade-offs among goals 
may occur and need to be reconciled. As our case studies illustrate, the multiple dimensions 
of social equity – recognition, representation and distribution – offer a useful framework for 
identifying entry points and potential trade-offs, understanding key linkages, and promoting 
synergies between gender equality and environmental outcomes across various types of efforts 
and interventions. 
Conclusions
Our first example showed that gender-responsive approaches in collaborative forest management have the 
potential to open spaces for women’s influence in forest management, improve their access to resources and 
decision-making, and enable them to secure livelihood benefits. The case highlighted that gender quotas alone 
are not enough to address gender inequalities; initiatives must also address social barriers, recognize rights, 
equitably distribute benefits, and enhance capacities. 
Our second case illustrated that the implementation of incentive-based mechanisms such as REDD+ requires 
recognizing rights, inclusive benefit-sharing mechanisms, and effective representation to avoid exacerbating social 
differentiation and increasing the vulnerability and exclusion of women. Furthermore, it called for integrating 
women’s knowledge and priorities in initiatives to strengthen resilience and create more effective and sustainable 
land use systems.
Finally, the third example showed the potential of forest and tree-based value chain development for improving 
gender equality and women’s empowerment, expanding livelihood options, and increasing the uptake of 
sustainable practices in restoration and conservation. 
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Indeed, advancing gender equity and social inclusion requires the recognition of women and 
marginalized groups as legitimate stakeholders, and equal value given to their knowledge, priorities 
and claims (Sijapati Basnett et al., 2017). It calls for strategies to enhance the participation, voice, and 
influence of women and marginalized groups in making decisions about land use and control and 
about priorities for resource management at multiple scales. Finally, it means equitably distributing 
the costs and benefits, and acknowledging and addressing any negative unintended consequences 
of environmental change and nature-based initiatives. Safeguards, discussed in the case of market-
based REDD+, are important mechanisms to address unfavorable gender outcomes, whereas 
further actions are needed to reconcile tensions and unintended outcomes in the development of 
value chains. For instance, although several certification bodies seek to promote equitable markets, 
important gender considerations remain unaddressed within certification standards, limiting the 
potential of these market-based mechanisms to address gender equality (Sijapati Basnett et al., 2016). 
All of our cases underscore the importance of addressing discriminatory gender norms and practices 
as well as exclusionary formal and informal institutions and processes that cause interlocking 
inequalities at the household, community, state and market levels, and that limit the ability of 
women and marginalized groups to voice their perspectives, interests and concerns effectively. 
The cases demonstrate that we should not assume that women’s representation in environmental 
initiatives alone will result in more equitable decision making and benefits. Even well-meaning 
efforts may inadvertently reinforce or exacerbate marginalization if underlying inequalities are left 
unaddressed. To promote positive social-environmental synergies, gender-responsive policy and 
programming – and, critically, a broader enabling environment – will need to safeguard the rights of 
women and marginalized groups, strengthen their capacities to exercise leadership and influence 
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